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This article examines structure, complexity and cooperation in external chat interac-
tions at the workplace in which one of the participants is taking part in multiple parallel 
conversations. The investigation is based on an analysis of nine chat interactions in a 
work-related context, with particular focus on the content of the parallel time spans 
of the chat interactions. The analysis was inspired by applied conversation analysis 
(CA). The empirical material has been placed at my disposal by Kristelig Fagbevæ-
gelse (Krifa), which is Denmark’s third-largest trade union. The article’s overall focus 
is on “turn-taking organisation as the fundamental and generic aspect of interaction 
organisation” (Drew & Heritage, 1992, p. 25), including the use of turn-taking rules, 
adjacency pairs, and the importance of pauses. Even though the employee and the 
union members do not know one another and cannot see, hear, or touch one another, 
it is possible to detect an informal, pleasant tone in their interactions. This challenges 
the basically asymmetrical relationship between employee and customer, and one can 
sense a further level of asymmetry. In terms of medium, chat interactions exist via vari-
ous references to other media, including telephone calls and e-mails.
Structure, complexity and cooperation  










































A central theme in research on institutional interaction is that in contrast to the symmetri-















































[...] analysis of interactions that use the conversation-analytical method, and that can form 
the point of departure for improving communication in professional contexts. (Asmuss & 




ects analysing  such  interactions. Regarding American and British  studies,  it  is,  for exam-





[...] we here restrict the term institutional interaction to interactions that are work- or task-
oriented and ‘non-conversational’ [...]. Our use of the term does not extend to persons who 
engage in mundane conversation about everyday topics while they happen to be working, 







































This knowledge  is now used to compare  turn-taking  in oral conversation with  turn-
taking in chat interactions.
Turn-taking in chat interactions
The  concept  of  chatting  or  instant  messaging  is  variously  defined  in  the  literature.  This 
investigation uses the definition by Grinter & Palen (2002, p. 21) as its starting point: 
Internet-based synchronous text chat, with point-to-point communication between users 
on the same system. A window is dedicated to the conversation with messages scrolling 
upward and eventually out of view as the conversation ensues.























































































































































Turn  Point in time    Interaction
1  08:13:26  A  – Hi, welcome to Krifa, how can I help you?
2  08:13:47  M  Hi John
3  08:13:58  E  good morning :)
4  08:14:55  M   I’m just coming to the end of maternity leave [date]. When 
it ends, I’ve heard that I’m going to be fired. My question is 
whether they’re allowed to do that?
5  08:15:27  E   That depends on several things. But I’d like you to talk to a 
union adviser.
6  08:15:44  E   I can get one to phone you in the course of the day, or you 
can ring until 17 days.
7  08:16:01  E  sorry, I mean 17.00 today.
8  08:16:09  M  Should I do it now or wait until I’m given my notice?
9  08:16:45  M  What sort of things does it depend on?
10  08:16:46  E   You can completely decide for yourself. You can talk a bit 
with us now if you like, but if you haven’t received your 
notice, you don’t know why you’re being given it.
11  08:17:05  E   I can’t answer you about that. You’ll need a union adviser to 
help you there.
--- start of the parallel time span
12  08:17:35  M  My guess is that the reason they’ll give is cutbacks.
13  08:18:42  E   Then it may well be OK. But shall I get someone to call you 
and advise you?
14  08:18:57  E   I’m not a union adviser, so I wouldn’t be able to give you a 
competent answer.
15  08:20:04  M   Okay, I’ll phone during the day when I’ve got time. Thanks 
for your help.
16  08:20:15  E  Don’t mention it.

























Turn  Point in time    Interaction
1  08:18:20  E   Yes. You can choose to hold a two-year break before you 
start to pay again.
       I can do that here. But if you want to opt out completely, 
you just have to talk to us about it first.
2  08:19:36  M   ok, well in that case I’d like to start with that two-year break, 
that’s a start at any rate. And then I can always assess how 
things are then. 
3  08:19:47  E  Precisely.
4  08:20:08  E  We’ll be sending you an acknowledgment. But I’ll pass it on.
















Turn  Point in time    Interaction
1  08:17:36  A  – Hi, welcome to Krifa, how can I help you?







































Turn  Point in time    Interaction
1 (A1)  08:17:35  M  My guess is that the reason they’ll give is cutbacks.
2 (C1)  08:17:36  E  – Hi, welcome to Krifa, how can I help you?
3 (B1)  08:18:20  E   Yes. You can choose to hold a two-year break before you 
start to pay again. I can do that here. But if you want to opt 
out completely, you just have to talk to us about it first.
4 (A2)  08:18:42  E   Then it may well be OK. But shall I get someone to call you 
and advise you?
5 (A3)  08:18:57  E   I’m not a union adviser, so I wouldn’t be able to give you a 
competent answer.
6 (B2)  08:19:36  M   ok, well in that case I’d like to start with that two-year break, 
that’s a start at any rate. And then I can always assess how 
things are then.
7 (B3)  08:19:47  E  Precisely.
8 (A4)  08:20:04  M   Okay, I’ll phone during the day when I’ve got time. Thanks 
for your help.






10 (B4)  08:20:08  E  We’ll be sending you an acknowledgment. But I’ll pass it on.
11 (B5)  08:20:11  E  Have a good Monday :).
12 (A5)  08:20:15  E  Don’t mention it.
13 (A6)  08.20.18  E  [End of call]


































































Figure 4: The parallel time span (marked in grey) in Cluster 2.






















Turn  Point in time    Interaction
1  10:46:10  A  – Hi, welcome to Krifa, how can I help you?






3  10:48:08  M   and by the way whether I get paid holidays or how that 
works
4  10:48:14  E   We’ll have to get one of our union advisers to answer you on 
that.
5  10:48:32  E   I can get one to phone you, or you can choose to ring your-
self whenever it suits you
6  10:48:36  E  It’s completely up to you.
7  10:49:14  M   ok. You must have my e-mail lying there somewhere – can’t 
you just get them to send an e-mail? I’m busy doing exams 
this week and am a bit pushed :)
8  10:49:57  E   Yes, I can do that. But you’ll have to be prepared for us 
having to write back and forth a few times. It’s got to do with 
such things as agreements.
9  10:50:29  M  that’s fine by me. Thanks for your help.




11  10:51:56  E   Sorry that some of the questions don’t exactly fit your situa-
tion :)










14  10:53:52  E  We’ll write to [e-mail address], ok ?
15  10:54:04  M  that’s right:)
16  10:54:19  E  Fine. Best of luck.












Turn  Point in time    Interaction
1  10:51:34  E  [Contacts server: Accepts call]
2  10:51:35  E  [Digital image started]
3  10:52:38  M   I sent a message last Tuesday morning [sic] and was prom-
ised that someone would phone me on Tuesday or Wednes-
day
4  10:52:46  M  I haven’t heard anything yet 
The share of Interaction G during the parallel time span, when isolated, looks like this:
Turn  Point in time    Interaction














Turn  Point in time    Interaction
1  10:53:05  M   I work for the local authority and am [sic] entitled to eight 
weeks’ prenatal maternity leave [sic]… For me, that means 30 
November. 
2  10:53:33  M   since the end of September I have had partial sick leave – 28 
hours.
3  10:53:59  M   have now been told [sic] that because of this partial sick 
leave I’m only entitled to 4 weeks’ prenatal maternity leave 
4  10:54:09  M  how is that possible?
5  10:55:02  E  I’ll need a union adviser to examine that and advise you.





















Turn  Point in time    Interaction
1  10:53:29  E  hi again.
2  10:53:31  E  You disappeared.
3  10:53:35  M  hi
4  10:53:40  M  did you get my message?
5  10:54:01  E  No, I didn’t manage to read it.
M is the trade union member. E is the employee.
Here too, the interaction does not begin with an automatically generated utterance but 









·   The  employee  asks  questions  and  looks  for  acceptance  (turn-taking  Rule  1a)  and 
acknowledges, asks questions directly and indirectly, and provides background infor-
mation (turn-taking Rule 1b).







Turn  Point in time    Interaction
1 (H1)  10:53:05  M   I work for the local authority and am entitled to eight weeks’ 
prenatal maternity leave [sic]… For me, that means 30 
November.
2 (G1)  10:53:06  E  [Call ended]
3 (I1)  10:53:29  E  hi again.





5 (H2)  10:53:33  M   since the end of September I have had partial sick leave – 28 
hours. 
6 (I3)  10:53:35  M  hi
7 (I4)  10:53:40  M  did you get my message?
8 (F1)  10:53:52  E  We’ll write to [e-mail address], ok ?
9 (H3)  10:53:59  M   have now been told [sic] that because of this partial sick 
leave I’m only entitled to 4 weeks’ prenatal maternity leave
10 (I5)  10:54:01  E  No, I didn’t manage to read it
11 (F2)  10:54:04  M  that’s right :)
12 (H4)  10:54:09  M  how is that possible?
13 (F3)  10:54:19  E  Fine. The best of luck.
14 (F4)  10:54:22:  E  [The call ended]
15 (H5)  10:55:02  E  I’ll need a union adviser to examine that and advise you.
16 (H6)  10:55:11  E  Can we phone you in the course of the day?



































































































































































1. The Sacks, Schegloff, & Jefferson article was published in 1974 but was reprinted in Schenkein (Ed.), 
1978.
2. A turn is: “[...] a real time, joint construction of the participants of a conversation” (Tanaka, 1999, p. 29).
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